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In mid-January, 13 people were arrested under accusations of plotting to kill President Ernesto
Perez Balladares and his two vice presidents as part of a coup d'etat conspiracy to seize control
of the country. Although details are scarce, government officials report that the conspirators are
current and former security force members frustrated with the president's failure to overturn
the 1989 abolishment of the Panamanian Defense Forces. On Jan. 11, Interior Minister Raul
Montenegro announced that government intelligence agents had uncovered a plot to assassinate
Perez Balladares and his two vice-presidents Tomas Altamirano and Felipe Virzi during an official
visit on Jan. 13 by all three to Boquetes, in the Chiriqui province, which borders Costa Rica. The
plot allegedly involved a network of active police officers, former military officers, and some
civilians. Shortly after the announcement, Montenegro reported that 13 police officers had been
arrested for their roles in the plot, but that no civilians or ex-military agents had yet been detained.
Nevertheless, according to press reports, one of the plot leaders is ex-army Major Juan Marriaga.
Allegedly government security officers uncovered documents and maps in Marriaga's house that
contained details of the president's itinerary during the trip to Boquetes. According to Montenegro,
the 13 police officers arrested in the plot are all from the Chiriqui province. Montenegro claims
that the detainees had also participated in an aborted assassination plot against former president
Guillermo Endara in April 1993. Rumors abound that the coup conspirators are linked to influential
members of the governing Partido Revolucionario Democratico (PRD). Indeed, a controversial
report published by the opposition newspaper Critica Libre has greatly inflamed speculation of PRD
involvement. According to Critica, ex- president Endara visited President Perez Balladares shortly
after the police officers were arrested, and Endara allegedly told Critica that he saw documents in
the president's office that linked members of the PRD directly to the conspiracy.
The PRD was closely tied to former military strongman Manuel Noriega, and the party maintained
extensive links with other officers as well in the now-defunct Panamanian army. The armed forces
ceased to exist after the 1989 US invasion that ousted Noriega. However, many ex-military officers
expected that the army would be reinstated in Panama after Perez Balladares took office, since Perez
Balladares's election victory marked the PRD's return to power in Panama (see NotiSur, 05/13/94
and 09/09/94). Nevertheless, in October Perez Balladares turned his back on the former members
of the military by supporting a legislative measure originally introduced by the former government
of ex-president Endara that ratified into constitutional law the original decrees that abolished the
Panamanian Defense Forces (see NotiSur, 10/14/94).
The president's stance on the issue angered former military officers and hard-line members of
the PRD, and speculation was widespread that coup conspiracies would be forthcoming. So far,
however, President Perez Balladares denies that ranking PRD officials are involved in the plot. "The
names I have seen have nothing to do with the PRD," said Perez Balladares. "The people behind
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this are disaffected, crazy, and isolated individuals." At present, several clandestine groups made
up of former members of the armed forces are under investigation in the case. Among them are
the Coordinadora Torrijista de Liberacion Nacional (CTLN), the Organizacion de Liberacion de
Panama (OLP), the Vanguardia Patriotica Torrijista (VPT) and the Frente Popular de Liberacion
de Panama (FPLP). In addition, authorities claim that Alexis Aparicio, a Panamanian businessman
now living in Costa Rica, financed the alleged plot to kill the president and install a civilian- military
junta. Aparicio was also implicated in the 1993 attempt against then-president Endara. (Sources:
Associated Press, Deutsche Press Agentur, 01/11/95; Inter Press Service, 01/12/95; Reuter, 01/11/95,
01/12/95; Agence France-Presse, 01/11/95, 01/12/95, 01/14/95; Spanish news service EFE, 01/18/95)
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